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Hans ChristianAndersen'sStatue in
Lincoln Park,Chicago
by Birgit Flemming Larsen
I barely noticed that they placed me in a flagdraped automobile and that, accompanied by an
escort, it progressed slowly down a wide avenue,
while crowds of people on the sidewalks, children and
adults, cheered enthusiastically. -- We drove through a
large park, many times larger than KongensHave ("The
King's Garden", a park in Copenhagen), and here, too,
there were rows upon rows of people, and finally we
stopped in front of a statue - and lo and behold, it was
myself, and looked just like me, sitting with a young
swan at my feet. -- Then my heart melted, then all the
memories of hardship disappeared, all of the fears and
old sorrows fled my mind, and I felt humble, grateful,
deeply moved, but also joyful and consoled. My poor
efforts of the pen had been successful after all; even
here in the fairytale land of the wild redskins was I
known and understood.
In his short story, "If H.C. Andersen Came to Chicago",
Danish-American author Christian Bay let the famous writer
of fairytales visit America. In Chicago he was shown the
Hans Christian Andersen statue in Lincoln Park. 1 In fact,
Andersen (1801-1875) never did visit the United States.
Oddly ~nough, considering how much he traveled and how
large an interest he displayed in anything new, America - the
New World - was often in his thoughts, as recorded in his
diaries and in two of his stories,2 where America is described
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as the land of freedom and adventure. America is also the
subject of the poem Brffdremeget langt herfa(Brothers very far
from here) with the familiar refrain: Skadeat Amerika liggeskal
sd langt herfra (A pity that America should lie so far away). 3
Facing up to the trials of a long sea voyage may have been
too much for him. Had Hans Christian Andersen ever made
the journey to America and to Chicago, he would not have
seen himself as a statue in Lincoln Park. He died in 1875, 21
years before the unveiling of this monument in 1896.
The Hans Christian Andersen Monument Association

Although it is not known who first had the idea of
erecting a statue in commemoration of the writer of fairytales, it first came to light in Chicago. Morris Salmonsen, a
Danish man of letters who came to America in 1872, wrote
that the Danish-American sculptor Johannes Sophus Gelert
had long dreamed of making a Hans Christian Andersen
statue. Gelert lived in Chicago and was one of a group that
included the Danish consul Andrew Petersen. The Consul
expressed interest in the project, and, as it turned out,
became one its most enthusiastic sponsors. 4
Following the Civil War, commemorative statues were
commissioned throughout the United States, and toward the
end of the 1800s, many groups of immigrants began to erect
statues as symbols of their national origins. A veritable
monument fever seemed to have infected the country. 5 In
Chicago, the German contingent began work on a Schiller
statue as early as 1886. As the first among the Scandinavians,
the Swedes unveiled a Carl von Linneaus statue in 1881.6 The
Danish Americans were thus inspired to begin thinking
about a Danish statue.
The actual decision to create a Danish monument was
taken at a large gathering of Danish Americans in Chicago in
late 1891. The society "Dania" had taken the initiative in
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organizing the meeting. 7 The monument was to be placed in
one of Chicago's beautiful parks as proof that, like other
ethnic groups, the Danes shared a desire to give a good
account of the culture of their homeland in America.
Interaction with other ethnic groups had led to an increased
awareness of the homeland as a symbol of unity, and the
growing nationalism experienced in Europe toward the end
of the century was thus reflected in America. 8 A Danish monument was also intended to serve as a sign that Danes in
America had not forgotten their Danish heritage. From the
beginning, there was no doubt that the statue was to be of the
Danish author Hans Christian Andersen, whose works were
also read and loved in many American homes. 9 Erik
Johannesson has made an interesting observation on the
subject of the choice of symbols for monuments, and he
maintains that immigrants from the old, independent
countries of Europe chose to commemorate cultural heroes. 10
Ethnic groups were far from homogeneous, however, and
their members represented
different levels of society,
political preferences and religions. 11 Perhaps it was these
differences that made it easier to agree on the choice of a
symbol of a common cultural heritage - e.g. a much-loved
national author or artist.
The 1981 Dania meeting in Chicago appointed a committee,
''The Hans Christian Andersen Monument Association",
with a board comprised of four members: Danish Consul
Andrew Petersen was appointed
chairman, August
Hyllested, vice-chairman, Christian B. Hansen, treasurer and
rl M. Koedt, secretary. Members of the committee included
all the editors of Danish publications in America, together
"th all the chairmen of Danish organizations in America
d all the Danish consuls in the United States. There was
doubtedly a desire to provide the best possible basis for
tionwide support. The monument was to be unveiled on
pril 2, 1893, the birthday of Hans Christian Andersen. This
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choice of year was particularly significant, as the World's Fair
was to be held on Chicago for in 1894. Danes from all over
the United States would be coming to Chicago for the Fair,
and the monument would serve as a strong manifestation of
Danishness. The first task of the committee was to place an
announcement
in all Danish publications in America,
encouraging both large and small. The idea was to demonstrate that it was the people themselves who wished to erect
this statue to commemorate a man who had brought honor
to the name of Denmark.12
At later meetings, it proved difficult to agree on what
artist should be asked to create the sculpture, what form it
should take - should the author be depicted standing or sitting - and where it should be placed. Why not do what the
Swedes had done and copy a statue in the homeland? 13 Why
not have a copy made of the Hans Christian Andersen statue
in Kongens Have in Copenhagen ?14 It was suggested that a
competition be held to find the right artist. Gelert and his
friends opposed this idea, fearing it might mean that he
would not be chosen. to counter the idea of competition,
Gelert presented a model of a sculpture of a seated Andersen,
and this model was approved by the committee. 15
The Artist

Gelert was born in Schleswig in 1852. He displayed artistic
talent at an early age in drawings and clay sculptures. When
in 1866 the family moved to Copenhagen, he was apprenticed to a wood carver, and in 1870 he was accepted as a
pupil at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts from which
he graduated in 1875.16 Having completed his education, he
spent time in Stockholm, Paris and Berlin where he produced
a number of significant works, and following a brief stay in
Denmark in 1882, he received a scholarship that enabled him
to travel to Italy. This money paid for a stay of one year. From
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1883 to 1887, Gelert was back in Denmark, and during that
period, he completed work commissioned for The Marble
Church in Copenhagen as well as a number of busts of,
among others, well-known Danish actors and artists. In the
summer of 1887, he emigrated to America and settled in
Chicago. One of his first large commissions there was for The
Haymarket Monument erected in commemoration of the
police massacre that occurred during the riots of 1886.17
Many other commissions followed. And now Johannes
Gelert was asked to create the sculpture of his dreams - a
statue of Hans Christian Andersen. The artist's studio was in
Oak Street, where author and pastor Kristian 0stergaard
visited him and wrote the following impression of the
sculpture:
We enter the large studio through a sizable
entrance hall ...and in the center of the room an Italian
artist stands working on an enormous plaster figure of
Hans Christian Andersen whose back is turned
toward the visitor. One is immediately aware that this
is the work of a Danish artist. Gazing on the old teller
of fairytales, whose figure is depicted with such a fine
sense of what was most characteristic of Andersen's
nature as could be seen only by an important artist,
one forgets that there are other works in the room.
Danish people from all over the United States have
given money for the creation of the Hans Christian
Andersen monument to be placed in one of Chicago's
most beautiful parks; and none who sees this work
will doubt that the men who took this initiative have
been fortunate in turning to Johannes Gelert. The artist
has made a splendid choice in depicting Andersen sitting on the stump of a tree with the swan ("the ugly
duckling") at his side and a dreamy look in his eyes,
suggesting that he is entertaining his Muse and, in
reality, is far away in the magic world of words. This is
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also reflected in the gentle mood that rests over the
entire figure, giving bodily forms, in themselves
unlovely, something inexplicably attractive - that indescribable something, causing one to feel fondness for a
thing in spite of its ugliness. 18
Placing the Monument

With Gelert, the sculpture was in good hands; now only
the money was lacking. Erecting a statue of the immortal,
world famous author was felt to be a Danish-American
national issue. Collections were taken in Danish circles all
over the United States. A year later, however, it was obvious
that not enough time had been allowed for the endeavor; the
collection of money was progressing too slowly, and erection
of the monument had to be postponed indefinitely.
Nonetheless, Chicago did get its first provisional Hans
Christian Andersen statue in 1893. Within its larger exhibition
Denmark had organized two small displays for the World's
Fair, presenting Hans Christian Andersen and the sculptor
Bertel Thorvaldsen, and statues of two well-known Danes
flanked the entrance to the Danish exhibition. The statue of
Hans Christian Andersen, made in 1889 by Danish sculptor
Rasmus M. Andersen (1861-1930), had been transported
across the Atlantic, and after the exhibition was over, it was
presented to Northwestern University in Evanston, just
north of Chicago. 19
Despite disappointment
at having to postpone the
unveiling of the real Hans Christian Andersen monument,
the collection of funds continued. Bazaars and concerts were
held and new subscription lists sent out. Early 1896 it was
possible to announce that the unveiling would take place on
the 26th of July that year. 20 Selection of the symbol of Danish
heritage to be commemorated had presented no problem,
and even the choice of artist had gone smoothly, but many
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long and sometimes heated discussions were held in an effort
to determine where the statue should stand. 21 The choice was
between Humboldt Park and Lincoln Park. The Danish
societies in Chicago wanted the statue to be placed in
Humboldt Park. Lincoln Park, on the other hand, was the
preference of the board of the monument association. Lincoln
Park was considered to be the finest of Chicago's parks with
its beautiful location on the shores of Lake Michigan, and
with statues of, among other, Abraham Lincoln and Ulysses
S. Grant, it was well on its way to becoming an American
Pantheon. 22 The Germans' statue of Friederich Schiller and
the Swedes' of Carl von Linneaus had also been erected here.
The board finally decided on Lincoln Park.

The Unveiling
Unfortunately, the unveiling had to be postponed once
again. This time the postponement was due to a problem
with the granite base of the statue. The stone was to be
carved by the stone cutter Nielsen in Minneapolis according
to Gelert' s design. Unfortunately, the stone Nielsen dressed
proved too small, and this fact was discovered too late to
have a new base ready for the agreed date of the unveiling.
Vice-consul Koedt had been so certain of the date that he had
arranged to have the church bells in Odense ring on that
date, and plans had also been made for the laying of a wreath
on Hans Christian Andersen's grave in Copenhagen on July
26. Both arrangements had to be cancelled. 23 In August, the
organizers ventured to set a new date -September 26, 1896 and on this date the statue was finally unveiled. 24
Many preparations had been made for the day of the
unveiling. The festivities were to follow a pattern set by the
Germans on the unveiling of the Schiller statue in 1886, a pattern also followed by other ethnic groups in years to come. 25
First there was a parade of festively decorated cars, driving
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in procession from the lake front to Lincoln Park. The Danish
societies were well represented, and all the participants wore
Andersen souvenirs in the buttonholes. A crowd of people
had gathered with great enthusiasm and shouts of "hurrah!"
The ceremony itself was opened by Vice-consul Koedt who
welcomed the gathering. The principal speech was given by
the Danish-American pastor and author, Adam Dan. His
beautiful speech began with the following words:
As when a powerful fairy waves its magic wand,
and changes everything to light and beauty, so has the
name Hans Christian Andersen a magic ring to it. It
gives us inspiration -- healthy enthusiasm. It moves us
from the turmoil of everyday life into the peaceful and
complete isolation of the forest. It brings out the good
in us, and we need that.
He then spoke of Andersen's writing, a symbol of everything Danish and capable of opening the gate to the
sanctuary of poetry. His writing is as light as the forest of
the North and as deep as the blue straits that touch the shores
of Denmark's islands". It was the Danish people of America
that had raised this statue of this man of the people. It meant
something to be Danish, and now Danes could point at the
new statue and say:
He is also Danish who is great enough to stand side
by side with Shakespeare and Schiller, with Linneaus
and Benjamin Franklin, with Grant and Abraham
Lincoln, and world fame spreads its glory over the
common Danish name: Hans Christian Andersen.
Following the principal speech, the Danish consul,
Andrew Petersen, spoke. The Consul addressed the gathering
in English and concluded by saying:
Let this creation of bronze stand here as a memento
of our gratitude and affection toward the land of liberty, the United States.
The statue, covered by the Danish flag, Dannebrog, was
O
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finally unveiled, and the beauty of Gelert' s work could be
admired by all. The crowd applauded and cheered. The
Consul made an official presentation of the sculpture to the
Lincoln Park Commission and expressed the desire that for
generations to come it should serve as a sign of the Danes'
love of America and Chicago. The president of the park
commission, F.H. Winston, accepted the statue and promised
that it would be maintained and cared for in memory of the
author and as a valuable gift from the Danes to America. This
promise has been kept, and one hundred years after its
unveiling, the statue continues to stand on it original site.
The American circuit judge, John Gibbons, then spoke of
Hans Christian Andersen's universal significance as an
author. In his speech, Gibbons mentioned the idea of Lincoln
Park as Chicago's Pantheon and also drew a comparison
between ancient Rome and America:
When ancient Rome, mistress of the world, conquered the surrounding nations, she bore away their
gods and enshrined them in the temple of all gods - the
Pantheon - whereas this, our new and beloved
Republic, does not go out to conquer nations by gory
wars to despoil the temples of their gods or dethrone
them among their own people, but rather the good
people of all climes freely come and dwell with us and
freely do they bear their gods to our natural Pantheon
here, whose dome is Heaven's concave, whose confines are bordered not by the Yellow Tiber, but by the
crystal waters of our inland sea. These are brought not
to dwell in captivity but to be with their own people,
to breathe the air of liberty in exhilarating droughts,
that liberty which was the dream of their lives, the
inspiration of their souls.
Gibbons continued in the same romantic vein, praising
the teller of fairytales whose works would live long after the
monument was no more. The speech was roundly applauded.
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The gathering then demanded to see the sculptor, and
Johannes Gelert had to mount the platform and receive the
tribute of his compatriots.
Finally, the choral society, "Heimdal",
sang Hans
Christian Andersen's "I Danmark er jeg f0dt" .26
The statue became a favorite meeting place of Danes in
Chicago for whom Hans Christian Andersen continued to be
a symbol of all that was Danish. But not only that - as Adam
Dan said in his speech:
Although Danish through and through, in language
and a heart, he is, in fact, the fairytale teller of the
world, attracting the hearts of all children. Few rise
from a childhood in poverty to the peak of world
reknown.
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